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REPRESENTATIONS OF BISEXUALITY IN
AUSTRALIAN FILM
Janet Watson
Deakin University, Melbourne, Australia
This article examines representations of bisexuality in three Australian
films: The Adventures of Priscilla Queen of the Desert, Sirens, and Dallas Doll.
Given the relative absence of bisexual characters or themes in mainstream
Australian cinema, the author has chosen films that portray bisexuality
in markedly different ways. The flamboyant excesses of male drag and
camp behavior that dominate Priscilla overshadow bisexual themes, which
the author argues implicitly permeate narrative and character construc-
tion. In Sirens bisexual desire is enacted through fantasy and daydream in
an aesthetically erotic narrative that interweaves nature, culture, and sex-
ual repression. Finally, Dallas Doll articulates an overt bisexual character
whose predatory behavior is depicted in a comically grotesque manner.
Rather than reading these films in terms of stereotypes or negative rep-
resentations, the author argues that these filmic portraits of bisexuality
are constrained by the dominant heterosexual–homosexual schema that
informs common perceptions about sexuality. Hence, bisexuality is vul-
nerable to being read as gay or dismissed as sexual curiosity. Through
critically exposing the pervasiveness of such thinking, the author con-
tends that expressions of bisexuality in film operate to destabilize and
subvert conventional notions about sexuality and gender. This article
demonstrates how the narrative and visual strategies of Priscilla, Sirens,
and Dallas Doll undermine binary assumptions of male/female, heterosex-
ual/homosexual and thus question the coherence of sexual identity. These
ideas are explored through and informed by a framework comprising psy-
choanalytic, bisexual, and queer theory.
Keywords: Bisexuality, heterosexual–homosexual, Australian film, queer theory,
psychoanalysis, Priscilla Queen of the Desert, Sirens, Dallas Doll
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INTRODUCTION
The recent popularity and critical acclamation of Brokeback Mountain
(Ossana, Schamus, & Lee, 2005) prompts us to further examine cinematic
representations of queer sexuality. While portraying the troubled lives of
those who disturb the dominant heterosexual template, this film interro-
gates more than the homosexual intimacy between two young ranch hands
in Wyoming and their conflicted emotional states as they negotiate hetero-
sexual relationships, marriage, and parenting. Rather than stereotypically
couching the narrative in terms of gay men cloaked by heterosexual re-
spectability, this film implicitly explores bisexuality and the problems that
arise when sexual attraction transgresses the bounds of social and het-
erosexual norms. Narrative focus on the relationship between the film’s
protagonists, Jack and Ennis, does not preclude or invalidate the sexual
or emotional bonds shared with their female partners. That their respec-
tive marriages eventually dissolve is incumbent upon complex issues of
infidelity and forbidden homosexual attraction rather than a struggle for
gay identity. As such, the unfolding story of Brokeback Mountain (Ossana
et al., 2005) reveals multiple layers of sexual intimacy, love, and tension
that exist not only between Jack and Ennis, but also in their relations with
women. Despite this portrayal of bisexual behavior, mainstream reviews
overwhelmingly refer to the characters as gay men (Pitt, 2006). The cultural
visibility of bisexuality engendered by a contemporary mainstream film
such as this, (notwithstanding that the term bisexual remains unvoiced),
therefore stimulates further scrutiny of the heterosexual–homosexual po-
larity that tends to delimit the sexual identities of celluloid characters.
Significantly, though gay, lesbian, and queer film analysis is a grow-
ing area of academic interest, reference to representations of bisexuality
is largely absent. To date only one book—Bisexual Characters in Film:
From Anaı¨s to Zee by Wayne Bryant (1997)—and a handful of articles
have addressed this lacuna (e.g., Bryant, 2001; Eadie, 1997; Pramaggiore,
1996; White, 2002; Yescavage & Alexander, 2003). Here, the literature
demonstrates an emphasis on American films, which is understandable
given the size and output of the film industry in the United States. With
the exception of Bryant (1997), whose comprehensive discussion of bi-
sexual characters ranges further than Hollywood to include European and
other foreign filmmakers, Australian national cinema remains relatively
unexamined in filmic analysis of bisexuality.
Following in the wake of Australian actor Heath Ledger’s critical
success in Brokeback Mountain (Ossana et al., 2005), my interest was
thus piqued as to what degree and in what manner mainstream Australian
directors depicted bisexuality. After extensive research, I found that with
only a few exceptions, bisexual themes and characters are relatively muted
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Janet Watson 99
in Australian films. Bisexuality could easily be overlooked because it is
largely portrayed ambiguously or suggestively, often lending itself to be
read as gay or dismissed as sexual curiosity. Where bisexuality is overtly
depicted, it is located on the margins of social mores as problematic be-
havior. Although bisexuality thus appears to suffer a somewhat dismissive
treatment, the subtexts of bisexual representations work to destabilize
and subvert conventional notions about sexuality and gender. I contend
therefore, that bisexual or bierotic themes, though limited, challenge the
heteronormative regimes that order social and sexual life.
The following discussion demonstrates the above contention focussing
upon three Australian films from the 1990s: The Adventures of Priscilla
Queen of the Desert (Clark, Hamlyn, & Elliot, 1994), Sirens (Milliken &
Duigan, 1994), and Dallas Doll (Matthews & Turner, 1994). Arguably,
these films contributed to raising the sexual consciousness of the public
imaginary, for as Hunn (2002) commented, the 1990s witnessed a flour-
ishing of queer sexuality in Australian cinema. Filmic analysis will show
how the foregrounding of narrative motifs such as transgenderism, dream,
fantasy, and comical grotesqueness variously undermine binary assump-
tions of male/female, heterosexual/homosexual and questions the integral
notion of fixed sexuality. The ensuing liminality and ambiguity impute
sexual fluidity rather than a conflicted sexual identity thereby encouraging
a multiplicity of sexual identifications that inscribe a poststructural inflec-
tion upon the self. These ideas are explored through and informed by a
framework comprising psychoanalytic, bisexual, and queer theory.
TRANSGENDERING BISEXUAL SPACES IN PRISCILLA
Locating bisexual characters in film is problematic owing to the tendency
for bierotic themes or behavior to be rendered invisible. As Yescavage and
Alexander (2003) observed, though a large number of images, characters,
scenes, and situations demand to be read as bisexual or bierotic, few of
these are directly or overtly identified as bisexual, and moreover, the word
itself is rarely uttered. Indeed, Bryant (1997) notes a dearth of bisexual
characters in film. This he attributes to four main factors: a total prohibition
of cinematic portrayals of homosexuality in American films for decades;
a paucity of “out” bisexual film producers and directors; the absence of
a coherent bisexual movement until the 1980s; and the popular myth that
bisexuality does not exist (Bryant, 1997).
Compounding these issues is the lack of any identifiable “style” (Garber,
1995, p. 25) in which markers of dress, personal adornment, or affecta-
tion might proclaim a bisexual identity. That the monogamous bisexual
is less obvious in real life is reflected in film (Bryant, 1997). A deficit of
filmic clues may render the bisexual as either gay/lesbian in a same-sex
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 1
4:1
3 2
7 N
ov
em
be
r 2
01
4 
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relationship or straight when involved with the opposite sex. For this rea-
son, themes that explore simultaneous or nonmonogamous relationships
and sexual experimentation are more evocative of bisexuality. The diffi-
culty of coding and decoding bisexual representations invariably leads to
ambiguous portrayals of sexual identity, which are vulnerable to being
framed within the dominant sexual schema that opposes homosexuality
to heterosexuality. As a result, allusions to bisexuality may be narratively
resolved as either gay or straight. As Brod (2006) argued in his discussion
of Brokeback Mountain (Ossana et al., 2005), the fact that bisexuality is
overshadowed by a general perception of it as a “gay” film maintains a
heterosexist’s culture “either/or” way of thinking.
Such an attitude infiltrates reviews of The Adventures of Priscilla Queen
of the Desert (Clark et al., 1994), which have positioned and celebrated this
as a gay film. The outrageous excesses of drag that frame the escapades
of two drag queens and a transsexual travelling in a pink/lavender bus
christened “Priscilla,” has led authors such as O’Regan (1996), Rayner
(2000), and Epstein (1994) to variously refer to it in this manner. The
camp sensibility of the film together with the tendency to conflate male
drag and male-to-female transsexuality with homosexuality thus imposes
such a reading. However, the complexities of sexuality and gender traversed
in Priscilla resist such definitive categorization. As Rose (1998) argued, a
range of sexual desires is expressed that disrupt and question assumptions
about gender and sexuality. Significantly, Hunn (2002) describes Hugo
Weaving’s character Tick (aka Mitzi) as bisexual, which urges a revision
of how this film is dominantly perceived.
Cross-dressing in itself complicates the construction of sexuality and
gender in transgressing boundaries of masculine and feminine, which
adds a further complexity to a theoretical analysis of bisexuality (for a
comprehensive discussion, see Garber, 1992). However, the orientation of
Priscilla’s Tick is left open to a greater ambiguity by virtue of the eventual
revelation that he has an estranged wife and a son. His reluctance to admit
this secret is vindicated by the shock responses of his co-travellers Adam
(aka Felicia) and Bernadette the transsexual (previously Ralph) to this
sexual treason. Bernadette deridingly comments that Tick “bats for both
teams” (Clark et al., 1994). Tick’s ensuing mortification and unwillingness
to declare himself as either gay or straight suggests his sexual identity
is fraught with confusion, though the suggestion is that he prefers males
to females. A brief moment of irony counterpoints the enigma of Tick’s
sexual identity, when his son comments that his mother previously had a
girlfriend. This instills a bisexual thematic, which covertly threads its way
through the narrative.
The transsexual identity of Priscilla’s Bernadette’s further confounds
male/female, heterosexual/homosexual boundaries. A cereal bowl of
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Janet Watson 101
hormone tablets and asides pertaining to “having the chop,” comically
signify that Bernadette’s female sex is medically contrived (Clark et al.,
1994). The masculinity of Bernadette’s character, denoted by rugged,
male facial features in concert with the occasional slippage of muscular
physical aggression, undermines her female authenticity. The duality of
masculinity and femininity that coexists in the rendition of Bernadette’s
character consequently confuses the notion of a fixed or essential sexual
identity. The evolving romantic connection between Bernadette and
outback mechanic Bob thus challenges heterosexist assumptions upon
which legitimate sexual relationships are founded. As Brooks (1999) com-
mented, Bernadette powerfully blends identity and sex through revealing
that heterosexuality and homosexuality can operate in the same individual.
Operating in the narrative momentum from city to bush, cinematic
metaphors prise open the borderlands of nature/culture and mascu-
line/feminine for exploration. The blurring of boundaries is aesthetically
conveyed through the signature image of Priscilla (Clark et al., 1994) that
juxtaposes the infinite expanse of Centralian landscape against Felicia,
who sits atop the moving bus within a giant stiletto shoe with metres of
translucent fabric trailing behind. Despite acknowledging that such filmic
techniques suggest the negotiation of boundaries, Brooks (1999) contended
that the political potential of Priscilla is aesthetically sacrificed through
constructing transgenderism as a “socially palatable fantasy” (p. 85). Of
further concern is the “narrow and ruthless stereotyping” of Bob’s Filipina
wife Cynthia, whose bar room antics, “shooting” ping pong balls from
her vagina (Brooks, 1999, p. 87), construct her character as a perverse
object of ridicule and degradation. For Brooks (1999), filmic attempts to
validate sexual fluidity are negated by racist and misogynist overtones,
which sanction heterosexual and masculinist ideals. Brooks’ (1999) con-
cluding comment that the heterosexual status of the actors marginalizes
transgenderism by turning it into a fetish leads her to opine that Priscilla
is merely “straight in fancy dress” (p. 90). From this perspective, Brooks
argued, such representations of sexuality and gender reinstate the bound-
aries that exclude or refuse alternative sexualities and identities. Such
criticism demonstrates how analyses of queer representations reassert the
hegemony of the heterosexual–homosexual paradigm, and in the process,
write bisexuality out of the sexual script.
The overlaying of gay/straight templates in films such as Priscilla (Clark
et al., 1994) can be understood theoretically through the conflict model of
bisexuality. The conflict model, which articulates bisexuality as confusion,
ambivalence, or an inability to resolve one’s sexual preference, is under-
pinned by the belief that sexual orientation is circumscribed as a dichotomy
between heterosexuality and homosexuality (Zinik, 1985). Hence, simul-
taneous attraction to both sexes is perceived as a contradiction of one’s
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102 JOURNAL OF BISEXUALITY
authentic sexuality. As Zinik (1985) argued, the appropriation of bisexu-
ality is perceived as denying a true homosexual identity in which case it
may be viewed by gay men and lesbians as political betrayal. Attempts
to locate filmic interpretations within this schema thereby reflect the res-
ident cultural anxiety generated by bisexuality. The tendency to consider
films with bisexual themes as gay or lesbian thus imposes a stereotype that
blankets out bisexuality as a legitimate sexual orientation.
REPRESSION AND FANTASY IN SIRENS
Similarly erasing bisexual identity, Diamond (2005) referred to a recent
phenomenon in American film and television of heteroflexibility, in which
heterosexual women experiment with same-sex sexuality. Although such
portrayals either espouse sexual freedom or position such sexual behavior
as an object of male fantasy or fashionable “chic" (Diamond, 2005, p. 105),
the ascription of heteroflexibility inevitably sustains the dualistic frame-
work of sexual identity, therefore upholding the dominant heterosexist
order.
The narrative of Sirens (Milliken & Duigan, 1994), which depicts the
sexual awakenings of a conservative English clergyman’s wife through
same-sex eroticism and fantasy, is vulnerable to being read in such het-
eroflexible terms. The film’s protagonist, Estella, experiences illicit sexual
desire for both sexes outside her cloistered marriage. Although succumb-
ing to sexual urges with another man, her sexual imaginings with women
are not physically consummated. The narrative conclusion, which sees Es-
tella’s self-awareness of her sexual potential realised in a revitalisation of
her marital relationship, suggests a return to the heterosexual status quo.
However, viewing Sirens (Milliken & Duigan, 1994) through a heteroflex-
ible lens would accordingly nullify the insistence of bisexual fluidity that
is evoked in this film. Rather than attempt to foreclose sexual identity,
inferences of bisexuality play with and contest how boundaries are crossed
and reconfigured; as a result, identities are constructed as open ended and
multiplex.
Indeed, Creed (2003) argued that film is part of the new global media ma-
trix that potentiates sexual diversity through traversing boundaries. From
this perspective, queer film theory enhances understanding of representa-
tions of bisexuality. As Creed (2004) explained, queer theory addresses
the problems inherent in heteronormative or “straight” thinking, which
uses gender specific terms such as male, female, lesbian, and homosexual
so that sexual proclivities may be pigeonholed in rigid, monolithic terms.
Accordingly, queer theory privileges diversity and plurality to challenge
conformist frameworks of thinking. Queer theorists thus argue against
the notion of fixed sexual identity and gender characteristics such that
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Janet Watson 103
an individual’s sexual orientation is fluid—that is, subject to change and
transformation (Creed, 2004). Hence, cinematic sexualities are complex,
multiple, overlapping, and historically nuanced (Benshoff & Griffin, 2004).
Filmic representations of bisexual desire and behavior traverse a border-
land that is constructed between prevailing ascriptions of heterosexuality
and homosexuality. As such, bisexuality articulates a poststructuralist in-
clination in refusing to be constrained by parameters of sexual categories
constructed by dominant discourses of power and knowledge. This notion
originates from the writings of Foucault (1976/1980), who argued that state
legitimated discourses, such as medicine and education, construct, regu-
late, and discipline the sexual subject as one confined to the procreative
realm of the conjugal home. Within this context, homosexuality emerged
as a category of forbidden acts—a “species,” in opposition to the legitimate
designation of heterosexuality (p. 43).
Bisexual themes therefore enable the negotiation of sexually prescribed
borderlands. In this regard, Sirens (Milliken & Duigan, 1994) is particu-
larly compelling, though it pretends to a sensibility of fantasy that attempts
to sanitize unconventional desires. The illicit desires and secret fantasies
of Estella juxtapose the constrained and puritanical demeanor of her hus-
band Tony, whose religious mission is to arrest the threat posed to moral
health by Norman Lindsay’s erotic artwork. Lodging at Lindsay’s bo-
hemian artists’ residence in the Blue Mountains, Estella is transported into
a world that confronts and disturbs her preconceptions of female sexuality.
Lindsay’s female models, who pose naked for his painting of the mythical
Sirens, entice Estella with erotic gestures and innuendo to step beyond the
heteronormative prescription of married life. Here, the erotically charged
frivolities she engages in with the models reappears in an orgasmic dream
in which her body is sensuously caressed by each of them. Estella is thus
reborn as a woman empowered by the consciousness of her sexuality. As
Rayner (2000) observed, Estella’s inclusion in Lindsay’s painting as one
of the Sirens signifies her transformation.
Sirens (Milliken & Duigan, 1994) epitomizes Creed’s (2003) contention
that film is suited to the narration of desire and perversity, drawing the
spectator in through the cinematic power of voyeurism. The construction
of mise-en-sce`ne in Sirens plays on a key strategy of the act of looking that
weaves together voyeuristic motifs. Viewing, and the temptation to view,
which is articulated through spying, watching, and being watched (Rayner,
2000), subjectively invite the spectator into a position of complicity that
encourages identification with illicit desire. As Freud wrote:
Visual impressions remain the most frequent pathway along which li-
bidinal excitation is aroused . . . The progressive concealment of the
body which goes along with civilization keeps sexual curiosity awake.
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104 JOURNAL OF BISEXUALITY
This curiosity seeks to complete the sexual object by revealing its hid-
den parts. (Freud, 1905/1991, p. 300)
Drawing on Freud, Mulvey (1989) examined the scopophilic dimen-
sion of cinema in which the pleasure derived from looking constructs
a particular subjective position. Traditional narrative film, according to
Mulvey (1989), encodes the dominant patriarchal order through locat-
ing woman as a sexualized and eroticized object of the male gaze, made
available to being saved, punished, or fetished. As demonstrated in Sirens
(Milliken & Duigan, 1994), this scenario is problematic when the central
protagonist is female. Indeed, Mulvey (1989) acknowledged that in this
case, a stable sexual identity is unrealizable due to a tension that oscillates
between “active” masculinity and “passive” femininity. Here, Mulvey’s
reading of Freud—that femininity results from repressing the masculine
aspect of sexual identity—guides her argument concerning transsex iden-
tification. The female protagonist, in resisting the “correct” feminine posi-
tion, offers identification with an active point of view, thereby allowing the
female viewer to recover the muted aspect of her sexual identity (Mulvey,
1989). However, as Byars (1988) pointed out, Mulvey’s theory reduces
the female voice and the pleasure of the female spectator to a normative
schema of masculine as active and female as passive. Consequently, Byars
(1988) argued, there is no way of elucidating the resisting “voice” without
reference to a masculine “norm.”
To read the characterization of Sirens’ (Milliken & Duigan, 1994) Es-
tella as a resistant voice that repudiates sexual prohibitions, we must over-
come deterministic constructions of gender that Mulvey’s (1989) Freudian
schema insinuates. Freud’s (1926/1991) assertion that female sexuality is
a “dark continent” of which there is scant knowledge (p. 32), contributes
to the view that psychoanalysis circumscribes “woman” as an unknown
territory to be explored, tamed, colonized, and subjugated. Femininity is
accordingly positioned within an assembly of oppositions contained within
the binary of male/female: culture/nature, active/passive, reason/hysteria,
and mind/body. Hence, as Creed (1993) observed, cinematic portrayals be-
tray a tendency to associate women with the world of nature and animals,
which requires training and controlling.
However, the oft-cited thesis that the shift from nature to culture
consigned women to a natural “animal” role in terms of propagation and
nurturing of the species, sets up an oversimplified division between nature
and culture that seals the destiny of the sexes (Mitchell, 1974). As Mitchell
pointed out, Freud acknowledges the inadequacy of active/passive as
descriptors of sexual difference. In fact, Freud (1933/1991) advised
against conflating active with masculine and passive with feminine at
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Janet Watson 105
the psychological and biological levels. Byars (1998) therefore argued
that psychoanalysis needs to move beyond binary coding that constrains
interpretations of female characters in filmic analysis to reductionist
conceptions of femininity. This demands acknowledging the radical
potential of Freudian theory to challenge sexual and gender dualisms.
Emerging from bisexual and bierotic encounters, the sexual rebirth of
Sirens’ Estella is symbolically accentuated through the coalescence of
myth/fantasy and reality that blurs the nature/culture opposition. The nar-
rative appropriates yet subverts two mythic themes—the Sirens, and the
Garden of Eden—which interweave fantasy and wish fulfillment in a man-
ner that critiques the heterosexist order. In classical mythology, the Sirens
lured sailors to their death with their magical songs, whereas the serpent in
Eden led man and woman to evil temptation. In Sirens (Milliken & Duigan,
1994), repeated cinematic images of snakes slithering across the Edenic
landscape counterpoint the liberal sexual attitudes that overtly characterize
the Siren-like models. However, temptation is not constructed as evil threat
in these filmic metaphors; rather it releases woman from the shackles of
sexual repression and moral constraint imposed by patriarchal authority.
Indeed, the representation of the snake, which Freud isolates as a phallic
signifier, is in fact a ubiquitous cultural symbol of bisexuality—coiled in a
circle, the snake conjoins the tail/phallus and mouth/vagina (Creed, 1993).
Sexual repression in Sirens (Milliken & Duigan, 1994), which is con-
strained by the social mores imposed by civilization, juxtaposes the cathar-
tic qualities of the natural environment. The libidinal frisson that maturates
in the removal of urban restraints enables Estella’s hidden sexual desires
to be realized. But rather than denigrating women through implying that
femininity is consigned to the animalistic realm of nature, the emergence
of these desires challenge the prescriptive boundaries that social dictates
impose. Freud’s essay Civilisation and its Discontents (1930/1961) argues
that the regulatory features of civilization tame, repress, and sublimate
libidinal drives, which left unchecked would inhibit the development and
progress of human society.
These ideas are underpinned by Freud’s (1911/1991) overarching be-
lief that the psyche is inflected and conflicted by the reality principle (the
instrumental and rational drives of civilization) and the pleasure principle
(sexual drives). Freud’s (1905/1991) theory that the human psyche is bi-
sexual adds a further complexity. The bisexual predisposition of human
beings, inscribed according to a duality of masculinity and femininity that
resides unconsciously in all individuals, allows sexual attachment to range
equally over male and female objects (Freud, 1905/1991). But civilizing
processes such as shame, disgust, and morality, which privilege hetero-
sexual and patriarchal dominion, oppress women and repress homosexual
inclination. A psychoanalytic reading therefore enables the possibility of
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a counterhegemonic discourse, for as Mitchell (1974) asserted, psycho-
analysis is not a prescription for patriarchal society but an analysis of one.
Indeed, Mitchell (1974) concluded that:
[w]hen critics condemn Freud for not taking account of social reality,
their concept of that reality is too limited. The social reality that he
is concerned with elucidating is the mental representation of society.
(p. 406)
According to Bowlby (1983), authors such as Cixous and Irigaray there-
fore contend that Freud’s assertion of women’s inability to sublimate their
instincts into social ideals is not pejorative but positive in implying non-
adaptation to patriarchal domination.
Filmic representations of bisexuality thus engage with a constant dia-
logue of heteronormativity and implicitly contest the decrees of dominant
discourses. Through the cinematic device of fantasy in Sirens (Milliken &
Duigan, 1994) we can examine how Estella’s characterization subverts the
patriarchal symbolic order. The surfacing of Estella’s bisexual desires is
activated through fantasy and wish fulfillment of dreams, which for Freud
(1911/1991) is a realm of thought activity that is separated from the moral
authority and cultural demands of external reality. In her erotic imaginings,
Estella transgresses and destabilizes boundaries that are underpinned by the
prevailing heterosexist hierarchy, synchronously opening up multiple sites
of desire. Actuated by positioning the spectator within Estella’s point of
view, the audience enters into the mise-en-sce`ne of her eroticized fantasies.
This endows Estella with agency, which empowers her sexual position. As
Cowie (1997) explained, the wish for seduction that operates in Freudian
fantasy is not simply passive; it implies that sexuality is already present
motivating the wish and hence, is not contingent upon male sexuality.
Transgressing the active/passive divide in this manner consequently
offers several subject positions of lover/being loved, onlooker/object of
viewing, and male/female. The concluding scene in Sirens (Milliken &
Duigan, 1994) depicts Estella’s wishful daydreaming during the departing
train journey from the Blue Mountains. Simultaneously imagining herself
with, and as one of, Lindsay’s real-life Sirens, she initiates surreptitious sex
play with her husband in full view of the other passengers. Here, Estella’s
desire negotiates several attitudes: to seduce and be seduced, to watch and
be watched, to dream and to experience.
Such representation enunciates Cowie’s (1997) contention that fantasy
therefore fails to procure fixed gendered positions and identities, and in do-
ing so challenges feminist criticism, which argues that fantasy is beholden
to patriarchal ideology. According to Mitchell (1974), feminists such as
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Kate Millet consider fantasy inseparable from the patriarchal dictates that
structure social reality. The problem posed by fantasy for radical femi-
nists is that it is considered a consequence of women’s oppressed position,
which entails an acting out and acceptance of male-oriented imaginings and
representations (Cowie 1997). The inherent danger of fantasy accordingly
lies in its illusion of a “social-sexual reality” driven by a “phallocentric”
impetus (Echols, 1989, p. 58–59). Conversely, Cowie (1997) asserted that
cinematic fantasy is a composite of desires that refuses the notion of a
dominant masculine fantasy because the “linear progression of narrative is
disturbed and re-ordered by the drive of the fantasy, disrupting the possi-
bility of a coherent or unified enunciating position” (p. 164).
THE “MONSTROUS-FEMININE” IN DALLAS DOLL
Revelation of the unconscious realm of sexual desire can therefore be an
edifying experience, as exemplified by Estella’s epiphany in Sirens (Mil-
liken & Duigan, 1994). A similar theme directs Dallas Doll (Matthews &
Turner, 1994). A self-proclaimed golfing champion from America, Dal-
las’s role as a visiting instructor delineates and sets her apart as an outsider.
Dallas embodies a paradoxical opposition of predator/nurturer and mon-
ster/fairy godmother as she parasitically insinuates herself into the life and
affections of the Sommers family—married couple Stephen and Rosalind
and their teenage children Charlie and Rastus. The twin poles of Dallas’s
character are manifested through sexually seducing and enlightening all
but the youngest member Rastus.
Such sexual voracity leads Bryant (1997) to locate Dallas Doll
(Matthews & Turner, 1994) within one of the prevailing stereotypes of
bisexual characters in film—“anything that moves.” Bryant argued that the
perpetuation of this stereotype by filmmakers results in the “widespread,
but incorrect belief that bisexuals are not capable of monogamy or long-
term relationships” (p. 83). Other stereotypical depictions that Bryant men-
tions are bisexuals as killers, predators, victims, and hustlers. The adop-
tion of this critical approach to negative images suggests that the preferred
filmic representation is one that constructs bisexual characters in a positive
manner—that is, as socially and morally valorized individuals. Although
stereotypes arguably preserve the hegemony of the dominant cultural group
(Arroya, 1997), positive images, however, depoliticize sexuality through
encouraging “bland, saintly, desexualised mainstream figures who might
as well be heterosexual” (Doty & Gove, 1997, p. 87), and personalizing
questions about sexual orientation (Diamond, 2005). Diamond (2005) thus
cautioned that positive and negative readings invariably serve the domi-
nant social order through prioritizing, regulating, and controlling sexuality.
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Moreover, defining media representations in this manner further assumes
that viewers respond in an homogenized manner (Searle, 1997).
Rather than constraining analysis to a positive/negative binary, a more
complex discourse is therefore required. This is exemplified by Dallas Doll
(Matthews & Turner, 1994), which refuses a black-and-white reading. On
one hand, Dallas is likened to a sexual vampire, entrancing and entrap-
ping her victims within a seductive web of manipulation to realize a per-
sonal ambition—the development of her own golfing empire, “Doll Links.”
Conversely, Dallas’s motivational attitude is enabling and transformative,
particularly with respect to Rosalind, whose sense of self is actualized
in the closure of the film. The culmination of Dallas’s death that follows
the revelation to Rosalind of her sexual relationships with Stephen and
Charlie terminates the romantic involvement between the two women.
Nevertheless, the experience is empowering and constitutive for Rosalind.
As Hussey (2003) argued, the bonding between the two women provides
the impetus to challenge the existing and unequal structure of the family.
Directed by feminist filmmaker Ann Turner, this film thus derails the het-
erosexual and masculinist regimes that define and control sexuality identity.
Dallas’s fluid sexuality is conveyed not only through her overt and unself-
conscious bisexual behavior but also via the ambivalent symbolic coding
of her mannerisms, clothing, and gender. Her preference for masculine-
style trousers, suit jackets, shirts, and shoes is complicated by feminine
lingerie and make-up. Similarly, nurturing and tender attitudes, especially
in her relations with Rosalind, are counterweighed by displays of assertive
direction and leadership as she mobilizes those around her to develop the
golfing project, and literally whip Stephen into sexual submission.
Rather than seduce the viewer through voyeuristic and illicit pleasure,
Dallas’s bisexuality challenges and confronts our complacency about sex-
ual relations and family formations. In Dallas Doll (Matthews & Turner,
1994), director Ann Turner explores the polymorphous and bisexual
propensities of human sexuality in a style that starkly contrasts John
Duigan’s portrayal of erotic aestheticism in Sirens (Milliken & Duigan,
1994) and Stephan Elliot’s use of flamboyant color and spectacle that
define Priscilla (Clark et al., 1994). Collins (2003) described this film
as anti-authoritarian grotesque comedy in which degradation, death, and
rebirth “savage the family romance” (p. 174).
As Hussey (2003) remarked, Turner’s filmmaking seeks to disturb and
disrupt all identity categories. Synchronously compelling and disconcert-
ing the audience, Turner interweaves surrealist and absurdist elements.
The sense of artificiality evoked through a heightened color palette and
overplayed acting cultivates a surreal-like effect. This is amplified by car-
nival images and music that exaggerate the narrative in dream sequences,
accompanying soundtrack, and props (such as the ceramic dolls that adorn
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Dallas’s golf links). Comic absurdities, epitomized in the narrative conclu-
sion when the arrival of an alien spaceship seals Dallas’s brutal fate, overlay
a carnivalesque treatment that works to render the viewing experience in-
congruently familiar and grotesque, desirous, and repellent. This pivots on
the dual construction of Dallas as opportunistically manipulative—hence,
grotesque—and reconstitutive. In this manner, her character embodies yet
transcends abjection. Countering the notion that bisexuality is represented
negatively (insinuated in the character’s ultimate demise), Dallas’s ambi-
guity symbolically and discursively subverts the moral order that seeks to
vilify and cast out the abject figure.
Here, Kristeva’s (1982) theory of abjection informs filmic constructions
of grotesque female characters. Kristeva argued that abjection disrupts
identity and order in perverting borders, positions, rules, prohibitions, and
laws. Drawing upon Freudian insights, Kristeva submitted that the abject is
implicitly related to the body and sexuality through sexual acts and bodily
practices that are considered taboo. As such, polluting aspects of menstrual
and excremental fluids position the female and maternal body as funda-
mentally abject (Kristeva, 1982). Denoted as the “monstrous-feminine,”
Creed (2004) therefore argued that filmic signifying practices consign such
characters to patriarchal authority. Cinematic portrayals ascribe female
monstrosity as “an uncontrollable generative force, the maternal abyss,
the toothed vagina, phallic threat” (Creed, 2004, p. 58). Accordingly, the
monstrous-feminine is constructed as an alien “other” who must be domes-
ticated, punished, or eradicated to restore the patriarchal order. Crucially,
the abject synchronously repels and fascinates because human participants
are attracted to that which crosses the boundary between civilized and un-
civilized (Creed, 2003). In psychoanalytic terms, the abject arouses jouis-
sance, that is, illicit or transgressive pleasure. Filmic depiction of abjection
therefore functions according to Creed (2003) to precipitate “an encounter
between the symbolic order and that which threatens its stability” (p. 11).
The centrality of Dallas as a source of disruption and regeneration thus
articulates an ambivalence towards the monstrosity that she personifies.
Her carnivalesque assaults on masculine authority operate to undermine the
heterosexist dominion of family life (Collins, 2003), rather than to reinstate
the patriarchal order. In fact, the sexual hierarchy is inverted, for as O’Regan
(1996) pointed out, heterosexual desire is marginalized, which accords
women a new representational terrain. Importantly, this sexual space is
constructed as a borderland—one that refuses explicit identification as
either heterosexual or homosexual. The queering of sexuality and gender
that Dallas Doll (Matthews & Turner, 1994) evokes therefore destabilizes,
in Hussey’s (2003) words, a “coherent lesbian status” (p. 290).
As in Sirens, the rural landscape in Dallas Doll metaphorically refer-
ences the unearthing of libidinal desires. Rosalind’s cathartic release from
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urban domesticity and the heterosexual confines of marriage is effected
through realizing her utopic dream of buying and running her aunt’s farm.
Hence, in the concluding moments of the film, Rosalind does not explic-
itly reject heterosexuality for lesbianism; rather her sexual potentiality is
left open. The final camera shot captures Rosalind euphorically riding
a tractor across the expanse of sweeping and undulating fields against
the backdrop of rugged coastline and ocean vista. The shifting and fer-
tile terrains of landscape allude to the fluidity of sexuality—ebbing and
flowing across indeterminate bisexual boundaries. These filmic representa-
tions therefore overturn abject delineations of bisexuality and accordingly
challenge regimes of sexual and moral regulation.
CONCLUSION
As demonstrated in the critical analyses of three Australian films, Priscilla,
Sirens, and Dallas Doll, sexual borders are variously negotiated such that
identification weaves in between heterosexual, gay, lesbian, and transgen-
dered lines. From these cinematic portrayals, it is clear that bisexuality
is a diverse province of sexual practices and desires, and one that resists
a uniform definition. As Dollimore (1997) pointed out, bisexual identity
encourages multiple subject positions that fracture the coherent sexual
subject. Theoretical attempts to locate bisexual proclivities on a contin-
uum between heterosexuality and homosexuality, for example the Kin-
sey Heterosexual-Homosexual Rating Scale (Kinsey, Pomeroy & Martin,
1948) and the Klein Sexual Orientation Grid (Klein, Sepekoff & Wolf,
1985), suggest that bisexuality is defined according to shifting planes of
coexisting homosexual and heterosexual preferences. Problematically, bi-
sexuality is thereby construed as a middle ground—a hybrid identity of
reductionist categories, part gay and part straight, that reinstates binary
coding of male/female, heterosexual/homosexual. As demonstrated in this
article, such a model does not adequately reflect the sexual multiplicity
encoded in bisexual or bierotic cinematic depictions.
More appropriately, Garber (1995) proposed that we should begin with
the notion of sexuality as a category rather than binary distinctions, and
imagine this as a Mo¨bius strip—a rectangular strip, half twisted then joined
at the ends. Accordingly, sexuality metaphorically assumes a topological
space that has one continuous surface, which if split down the middle,
remains in one piece—thus one space incorporates the concepts of “one,”
“two,” and “three” (Garber, 1995, p. 30). In other words, sexuality cannot
be segregated into discrete and mutually exclusive elements; rather, each
dimension is inextricably and seamlessly linked to the other. Similarly re-
futing categorical divisions, du Plessis (1996) reprised the sexual fluidity of
bisexuality as an “identity-in-coalition” in which multiple identities “leave
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behind the borders” on which monosexual and nontransgender theories
have been grounded (p. 43).
The Australian films surveyed in this article consign bisexual desire and
behavior to the margins—a liminal realm that sits uncomfortably in either
gay or straight terms. Without exception, the word bisexual is not voiced in
any of these films; it is apparently erased from the lexicon of sexual cate-
gories. This tentative filmic approach to bisexuality reflects contradictions
that imbue the contemporary sociopolitical and moral landscape in Aus-
tralia where discourses of sexual diversity and tolerance are overlain by a
conservatism that subscribes to the dominant paradigm of nuclear, hetero-
sexually defined families. Indeed, recent findings from the audit of Aus-
tralian democracy emphasize this incongruence (Maddison & Partridge,
2007). This report, which examines how well Australian democracy serves
sexual and gender minorities, found that the sovereignty of heteronorma-
tivity (the default assumption of heterosexuality in all people) and the
privileged status of marriage as a heterosexual union remain entrenched in
our culture and politics to the detriment of gay, lesbian, bisexual, transgen-
dered, intersexual (GLBTI) people. The desire to transgress conventionally
accepted borders of sexuality thus strains against heteronormative ideals
that contradict the ethos of social and moral freedom espoused by contem-
porary social democratic principles.
Even as gay and lesbian movements are gaining momentum and ap-
proval in their bid to achieve taken-for-granted rights enjoyed by het-
erosexual couples, bisexuality shatters all of the stable foundations upon
which general perceptions of monosexuality and intimate relationships are
built. Bisexuality is therefore unsettling and confronting, creating a cul-
tural anxiety that fascinates and repels. It is this tension that is evident in
filmic portrayals whereby intimations of bisexual desire are cautiously lo-
cated in ambiguous spaces of sexual representation. To explicitly articulate
bisexuality as a legitimate way of being compromises and questions the
coherence of identity maintained by the division between gay and straight
society.
A critical awareness of how bisexuality can undermine the dominant
tropes of sexuality is thus paramount in viewing film. Emerging from
a position of silence and erasure, representations of bisexuality, even
though unvoiced as such, challenge the hegemony of the heterosexual–
homosexual paradigm that dictates the immutability of sexual boundaries.
The characters of the three films discussed here, Tick/Mitzi, Bernadette,
Estella, Dallas, and Rosalind, flout these boundaries, liberating sexual de-
sire from monolithic circumscriptions. The articulation of bisexual charac-
ters and themes in Australian films therefore lays the foundations to prise
apart, dismantle, and reconfigure how sexual identity is polymorphously
constructed, performed, and viewed.
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